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Abstract 
A simulation game was designed to facilitate the learning process for a Masters course in human resources 
management (HRM). The objective of this study was to investigate students’ perceptions regarding their personal 
learning process throughout the simulation game and to evaluate it as a learning method. Students recorded their 
activity throughout the simulation and individual interviews were conducted at the end of the simulation game. All 
available data was analyzed using thematic analysis. The use of the simulation provided an insightful experience and 
with the additional changes suggested by this study it should become a valuable teaching resource for HRM.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of PSIWORLD 2011 
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays, we find games in everyday life from social and new media to the educational sector. 
Games and simulations become the environment where we have fun, socialize, test our abilities, learn and 
discover new challenges. In education games can be used with various outcomes like “instructing 
participants on strategy, teaching decision making, accomplishing course learning outcomes and 
objectives, promoting team work, motivating students, applying theory in a practical fashion, involving 
students (active learning), and integrating ideas experience” (Faria, Hutchinson, Wellington, & Gold, 
2009: p. 477). Considering this context, the next management generation will be one gaming generation 
(Carstens & Beck, 2005).  
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It has been argued for a long time that the complexity of today's organizational setting should be better 
reflected in a new and more challenging teaching environment. This would in turn allow for a better 
understanding of the organizational reality. In order for the educational system to be able and capture the 
complexity of the organizational setting it should try to change its’ linear and simple vision about the 
world and strive to create a more challenging teaching environment for both students and teachers (Axley 
& Mcmahon, 1999). Experiential learning has proven to have such a positive impact on the learning 
process and it seems to help bring some of the real life complexity into the teaching environment. 
Simulation games themselves, one of the main tools of experiential learning, represent social systems 
characterized by the interactions of the actors involved in them. Their actions, driven by a set of rules and 
motivated by the resources that are available help build and shape the social system (Klabbers, 1999), and 
they do it in a nonlinear fashion. 
The increasing complexity of the environment also means a change in the competencies needed to 
perform in it. With this in sight, the European Association of Work and Organizational Psychology 
(EAWOP) has formed a task force in 2008 which focused on the developing a framework for these 
competencies (Depolo, Munduate, Peiró, Roe, Sverko, & Vartiainen, 2008).   
The present study started with a change process of a masters program in human resources 
management. The change was meant to adapt the program to the new Bologna system and also to 
accommodate the competency framework proposed by the EAWOP task force and therefore bring the 
program closer to similar ones existing at the European level. The change process also offered an 
opportunity to introduce some changes in the teaching and learning process. A simulation game was 
designed and used for one of the courses. In this paper we present the simulation game we designed and 
the type of data we collected from it, and we discuss the impact it had on the students in terms of meeting 
the learning objectives of the course and facilitating the overall learning process.  
1.1. The simulation game  
The simulation game was designed for a course in applied human resources management (HRM). The 
main learning objectives for this course were to develop entrepreneurship skills and to put in practice the 
theories and models for HRM practices they had learned throughout other courses. A second set of 
objectives referred to developing transferable competencies like team work and communication.  
The simulation game was designed to take place throughout the entire course which extended over one 
semester. The objectives we had in mind when we designed it were to increase the level of students’ 
participation in class and to capitalize on self-organization and self-planning of the activity by the groups 
of students. Last but not least, we wanted to bridge the course to the competency framework and 
guidelines developed by the EAWOP task force in 2008. Considering all of these objectives and the fact 
that we needed a flexible structure that would allow introducing new tasks and adapting the teaching and 
learning process we decided to use an open frame type of simulation game. Open frame games are only 
minimally structured and they evolve and change in time in ways depending on the actions of the actors - 
people participating in the game - (Klabbers, 2006), which in our case were the students.    
In the initial briefing of the students we introduced the objectives of the course and presented the 
general scenario of the simulation. Students were randomly divided into three groups and were assigned 
the task to “Build their own consultancy company”. They were also told that they will function in that 
format for the entire semester, as long as the course itself run, and that their evaluation and final grades 
were going to be entirely based on their involvement in the simulation. Since we opted for an open frame 
game, we only introduced one major rule – whatever changes they need to do within their group (i.e. 
change the group you belong in, bring more people in etc.) they can only take place if they treat those 
changes as HR procedures (i.e. hire of fire someone, go through a selection procedure etc.). In the end of 
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the briefing we mentioned that aside the activities they decide upon for their company, some extra tasks 
will  be  introduced by us,  in  the  form of  case  studies  -  potential  consultancy contracts  they  will  have  to  
compete for – or exercises we feel would enhance the learning process. Moreover, we insisted on the 
flexible nature of their activity throughout the semester and on the fact that they can also include activities 
depending on their learning needs (i.e. a lecture on a certain topic, or an exercise).       
The tasks we included in the simulation game throughout the semester had both an internal focus and 
an external focus. For the external focus, we provided case studies and asked each group to prepare them 
as if they were actually interacting with a potential client. Some of these case studies included preparing 
an assessment center for a summer school, an organizational culture study, an organizational diagnosis for 
a hospital, and a photo diagnosis of communication/ leadership. When we realized students had a hard 
time figuring put what type of information they should ask for from clients, we introduced an exercise 
focused on improving their inquiry skills. A debriefing session occurred after each case study 
presentation, and it was organized as an open discussion with all students.  
In order to better understand their group processes (the internal focus), students were asked to audio 
record all group meetings including the time the groups spent on their case studies in class. Also each 
group had a yahoo group that functioned like an intranet for their consultancy firms. The students were 
given specific feedback on their performance after each of the case study presentations. In order to 
increase knowledge transfer all groups were asked, as a final assignment, to analyze all their recordings, 
identify their own learning process as a group throughout the semester, and evaluate their own 
performance as a group.  
2. Method  
The objective of the present study was to investigate students’ perceptions of their personal learning 
process throughout the simulation and to evaluate the simulation game as a learning method.  
2.1. Participants 
A total of 58 students took part in the simulation game, 51 females and 7 males, between 23-27 years 
old, and with different educational backgrounds. All participants were enrolled in the masters program 
that the course was part of. The students were randomly assigned to one of three groups of around 19 
members each in which they worked for the entire semester.  
2.2. Data analysis 
For the evaluation of the simulation game we collected all group meeting audio recordings, all mail 
content from the three yahoo groups and all written feedback on the course that the students provided 
(feedback was obtained from students at three different stages in the simulation game). Nine in-depth 
individual interviews were conducted with members of all three groups and additional feedback on the 
course was obtained. All verbal material was transcribed, coded and analyzed using thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). We used a data-driven inductive approach to our coding process looking for 
patterns in the responses of our participants. 
3. Findings  
A first look at our data indicated that the major recurrent themes fall under one of the two following 
categories: either content related or process related.
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3.1. Content related themes 
The themes included into this broader category refer to the case studies and exercises the students had 
to work on during the semester. The focus on content here refers to discussions related to theories and 
procedures they should take into consideration in order to resolve a certain task for the course. The first 
issues that were always raised referred to identifying the core problem presented by their task, and once 
that core problem was identified, the topics move on to trying to figure out what are the instruments they 
can use to solve it: what theories they should employ and what strategies would work best. For the most 
part, these themes were identified within the data that consisted of the group work meetings and on the 
yahoo group email exchange, and less so in the written feedback provided for the course, or within the 
individual interviews. The way in which people were involved in these exchanges depended largely on 
their educational background, with psychology majors being usually the ones to organize the activity 
from this point of view, recommend the readings and take the final decisions with regard to the groups 
strategy in dealing with a certain case study or exercise.     
3.2. Process related themes 
A second important category of themes we identified were process related, and they include references 
to group processes during the participation in the simulation game, throughout the semester. Unlike 
content related themes, these are equally present in the meeting recordings, email exchanges and the 
interviews at the end of the simulation.  
Group participation varied depending on the educational background, with psychology majors been 
more involved at first especially because they sustained the theoretical background for the preparation of 
the case studies. Group participation was higher than in a normal course “some people were really 
involved, others more or less, and some were not involved at all”, but because of the very large groups 
only a few people were actively involved the entire time.  
Conflicts emerged as another important theme for our participants. They reported them as being mostly 
due to differentiated involvement and different backgrounds “Those who were involved…were 6-7… and 
the rest could not come to meetings … and then I got angry and I wrote to them to stop waiting for those 
who have graduated psychology … After that people started to be active… and were almost all there at 
the next meeting”; different ambition and motivation levels were also mentioned.
Our data suggests large differences in group dynamics, especially with regard to communication. They 
had various means of communication but groups used them differently. In total all three groups have 
exchanged 1 462 emails, with a maximum number of emails in one week being 139, before an important 
deadline, however, these were not equally divided among the three groups. While some of them were 
active on the yahoo group, some hardly ever used it “when they did add me on the group, I saw what was 
happening…actually saw that nothing is happening”, other groups based most their activity on discussing 
in class and on the yahoo group and did not rely at all on face to face meetings outside class “we did not 
meet face to face more than once outside class”.
Task involvement was the last of the process related themes our data revealed. The beginning of the 
course was marked by high enthusiasm and increased task involvement. The first task they received was 
to organize the administrative issues related to a start-up. Immediately after the beginning of the course 
all three groups started to upload online all the formal necessary paperwork like judicial record certificate, 
birth certificates, id cards, CV, job descriptions etc. From this point of view all the groups had 
accomplished all the formalities of running a company. This demonstrates their desire to have more 
practical experiences in class and that the task was inline with their expectations. However, they had 
issues in maintaining this involvement constant throughout the semester “it was interesting I liked the 
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idea at first it was exciting but it faded over time... and was reborn when you gave us feedback on the 
clients”. When explaining these fluctuations participants mentioned the high number of tasks that 
overcrowded them and the fact that sometimes feedback was less translated into “financial gain” for their 
companies. The different backgrounds and large groups also meant some group members were constantly 
involved while others barely contributed, and this also decreased enthusiasm and involvement. 
3.3. Perceptions on individual learning  
When discussing their own learning process students differentiated again between content and process.
Students still associate “teaching content” with the classic teaching methods like lectures. Because of this 
understanding, and the fact that there were no lectures included in the course, only few of them were able 
to associate content learning with this course by reporting that it took place through individual study 
when preparing the case studies. Most of these students were psychology majors that were also highly 
motivated to develop their knowledge on the field and that have had prior and meaningful experiences 
with having such a great accent put on individual studying for a certain course.  
The experience of working within such groups provided most of the learning experience that was 
considered meaningful and was associated with enabling competencies. The learning it produced was 
higher than for a regular course, but only for the students that took an active part in it “I will remember 
from the course the impact on me” and paid attention to their own group processes “was an interesting 
experience in light of the groups in which we worked in”. Some of the students were also able to identify 
autonomy and responsibility as two major enabling and transferable competencies they had personally 
developed and appreciated.   
4. Conclusion 
Our findings indicate that the simulation game has facilitated the learning process, mostly by 
encouraging the development of enabling and transferable competencies. However, for the impact to be 
both positive and relevant, when designing the simulation we need to take into consideration the fact that 
learning is highly dependent on involvement in the task. Student involvement also fluctuates highly, 
especially when the simulation has such a long duration, and is dependent on the feedback offered for 
each specific task, on the number and complexity of the tasks and on group composition.  
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